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THE NEW HILPRECHT DELUGE TABLET 

By John Dyneley Prince and Frederick A. Vanderburgh 

Columbia University 

In Vol. V, fasc. i of the "Babylonian Expedition, Series D," 
entitled The Earliest Version of the Babylonian Deluge Story 
and the Temple Library of Nippur, Philadelphia, 1910, Pro- 
fessor H. V. Hilprecht endeavors to show that the eleven legible 
but mutilated lines of a thirteen-line fragment, discovered by him 
among the Nippur Temple documents, is an epoch-making con- 
firmation of the biblical Deluge narrative. 

It will appear evident even to the lay observer that the 
confirmation of the biblical narrative, adduced by Hilprecht, 
depends largely on his own restoration of 1. 12, which contains 
only two visible Babylonian words: kum mini (see below for 
full discussion). He has ventured, in his not unnatural desire 
to accommodate this fragment to the Old Testament account, 
to insert there arbitrarily a whole phrase from the Old Testa- 
ment, containing the allusion to pairs of living creatures which 
were introduced into the ark by Noah. We have no desire to 
question the general common origin of the Semitic Del age 
story, although a question may readily be raised as to whether 
the primitive Semitic Deluge account may not have been the 
result of some particularly violent and destructive manifesta- 
tion of the annual Babylonian spring flood, but we do question 
strenuously Hilprecht's statement that in this fragment we have 
a stronger confirmation of the details of the biblical narrative of 
the Flood than the well-known Babylonian Flood Account presents. 
This fragment we believe to be of value as a mutilated abbreviated 
variant or summary of the known Babylonian Deluge story, pub- 
lished by Paul Haupt, Nimrodepos, II, 134 ff., but only of value 
thus far. 

The same elements appear here as in the Nimrodepos account, 
viz., the appearance of a flood and the injunction to some person 
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to build a sea-worthy refuge boat, in which he shall save animal 
and human life. Note that the passage Nimrodepos, II, 135, 27, 
covers 11. 11-12 of the Hilprecht fragment; in Nimrodepos 
(su)lima zer naps&ti kalama ana libbi elippi, "cause to 
go up into the midst of the ship the seed of all life." Nothing is 
said here of pairs, or of how many of each species should be 
saved. It is quite natural that the details of the Babylonian and 
biblical accounts of the Deluge should vary considerably one from 
the other (see McCurdy, History, Prophecy, and the Monuments, 
III, 37, n. 2, for a most rational statement on this subject). To 
force biblical details into a mutilated Babylonian account is dis- 
tinctly not permissible, and in so doing Hilprecht has largely 
injured the interest and value of his discovery from a scientific 
point of view. 

We have no wish to detract from the true worth of Professor 
Hilprecht's discovery, nor will we go so far as some American 
scholars have done, who have rather hastily asserted that this is 
not a Deluge fragment at all. It has all the appearance of being 
a supplement to, and in some details a variant from, the Deluge 
account in the Nimrodepos and, viewed in this light, it can be 
studied with profit. That it is very ancient, however, as Hilprecht 
claims, is, we believe, denied by the general style of the cuneiform 
characters in which it is written, which are quite late Babylonian. 
In the following commentary, a refutation is made of some of 
Hilprecht's arguments on this point. 

Finally, we must regard as unsuccessful Hilprecht's effort to 
set forth this broken document before the intelligent lay public 
as a striking confirmation of the Old Testament. To follow him 
in this vain attempt would be to blind ourselves and the public to 
the facts and thus detract from, rather than add to, the tradi- 
tional value of the biblical account of the Flood. 

TRANSLITERATION AND TRANSLATION 

1 

2 a-pa-as-sar 

I will loosen 

3 ka-la ni-si is-te-nis i-ca-bat 

all people together it shall take possession of 
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4 -ti la-am a-bu-bi wa(PI) ci-e 

before the flood comes forth 

5. . . . a-ni ma-la i-ba-as-su-u lu-kin ub-bu-ku lu-pu- 

ut-tu xu-ru-su 
as many as there are; verily I will establish an overturning, a ruin 
and an annihilation 

6. (GlS) elippu (MA) ra-be-tu bi-ni-ma 

a large ship do thou build 

7 ga-be-e qub-bi lu bi-nu-uz-za 

of the high (ship) do thou define its structure 

8. . . . si-i lu gis mA-gcr-gur ba-bil-lu na-at-rat na-pis- 

tim 
verily it shall be a md-gur, bearing what shall have been saved 
of life 

9. . . cu-lu-la dan-na cu-ul-lil 

with a strong deck, deck it over 

10 te-ip-pu-su 

which thou hast made 

11 u-ma-am ci-rim ic-cur sa-me-e 

beasts of the field (and) birds of the heaven 

12 ku-um mi-ni 

the habitation of a number (multitude) 
13 u ki(n)-ta-? 

COMMENTABY 

2. P a s a r u , synonym of p a t a r u ' loosen, set free,' is most commonly 
applied to loosening the restraint of a curse, but it may be used here of 
the opening of the flood-gates. Professor Hilprecht's restoration 
ucurat same u ircitim or kippat same u ircitim is of course 
guess-work, although this line, no doubt, indicated the preliminary act 
on the part of the gods in letting out the flood-waters. 

3. I-ca-bat, not necessarily isabat, Hilprecht, p. 50. Qabatu 
'seize, take possession of answers the purpose of the sense admirably. 
The subject of this verb must have been abubu 'flood.' Hilprecht's 
restoration of the words: abuba asakanma 'I will make a flood' is 
probably correct. 

i. The -ti in this line may be, as Hilprecht suggests, the last syl- 
lable of the phrase: bull it napisti 'seek life'; i.e., before the onset 
of the deluge. 

The occurrence of PI with value wa has been cited by Hilprecht as 
conclusive evidence of an early date for this inscription, but this value 
w a = PI certainly persisted as late as the Asurbanipal period, 668-626 B.C., 
as we find PI with value a (wa) in an Asurbanipal syllabary; II. 39, 
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No. 2., 14 ab: ba-ab-bar = 0TU = pi = a(=wa)-cu-u; this very word 
meaning 'go forth.' Of course, Hilprecht may claim that Fl — a, wa in 
this syllabary was an archaism at the time of Asurbanipal, but the same 
claim could also be made for this line in his Deluge fragment, whose 
cuneiform Babylonian characters certainly do not point to a very early 
date. Surely no argument for a distant date can be made from the very 
usual use of PI with the value wa. See also below in this connection 
s.v. binuzza, 1. 7. 

5. Hilprecht thinks -a-ni points back to a-la-a-ni 'cities.' Since 
this line clearly refers to a very general annihilation (mala ibassu)j 
this seems a reasonable supposition. Ub-bu-ku, lu-pu-ut-tu, xu- 
ru-iu are all Pa'el infinitives of abaku, lapatu, and xarasu respec- 
tively. Hilprecht wrongly regards luputtu as a feminine, from 
luput+tu. Why so, in the face of the clearly Pa'el character of the 
other two verbs? Luputtu is simply an inexact writing for lupputu. 

6. This line probably had nothing before the word (GIS) elippu 
(MA). It contains the divine command to the person who was to be 
saved to construct his vessel of refuge, the character of which is more 
clearly defined in 1. 8, q. v. 

7. Possibly the word sa preceded ga-be-e here; viz., sa gabfi 
qubbi lu binuzza 'of the high thing (ship) do thou pronounce or 
define its structure,' a parallel line to the directions regarding the exact 
nature of the ma-gur in the Babylonian Deluge Account in NE. II. 

Professor Prince reads qub-bi for gab-bi, as the sign seems to be 
KAB and not GAB. But KAB can have the value gub (cf. Prince, 
MSL. 158) and gub-bi = qub-bi, possibly a hitherto unestablished Pa'el 
imperative from qibu 'speak, command.' To read gab-bi, as Hil- 
precht does, leaves this line without a verb and, in parallelism with 1. 6, 
bin i ma, we certainly expect an imperative here also. The most natural 
sequence is the command to the sailor to ' tell, define, order,' or ' command ' 
(qibu) the exact structure of the boat. The passage is very doubtful. 
Dr. Vanderburgh raises the question as to whether KAB-BI may be read 
qup-pi, pi. of quppu 'cage, box'; 'room.' He renders: 'of the high 
(ship) let its structure (be in) rooms,' which he regards as a parallel to 
the biblical W$p , referring to the rooms of the ark. Professor Prince 
doubts this, because of the difficulty of assuming a p-value in KAB-BI. 

Hilprecht lays stress on the writing bi-nu-uz-za = binussa=binut 
+sa, but za for sa is no more an indication of an ancient period than is 
PI=wa (see above sub 1. 4). Professor Clay has already pointed out 
this fact (Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, April 16, 1910) with perfect 
clearness. 

8. The boat is to be a (gis) ma-gub-gub, which is the Sumerian pro- 
totype of Assyrian makurru (Meissner, Suppl. 57) 'a kind of a vessel'; 
written also GIS ma-xub (XUR also=GUR Br. 8514) = ma-kur(ru?), 
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which word is followed in the list by GIS MA-TUR = ma-tur-ru(also = Gis 
ma-tu), II, 54, 26: =ma-kur-ri (Muss-Arnolt, Diet. 540). Of these 
synonymously used combinations, ma-gur probably means 'a ship which 
is easily manipulated'; G0R=taru 'turn, move, direct.' The reduplica- 
tion of our in this ma-gur-gcr must indicate this quality of easy manage- 
ment, so ma-gcr-gur means simply a navigable vessel, a ship which can 
be steered without difficulty, gis ma-xcr, since xur has also the value 
gcr, both x and g having been pronounced gutturally, is identical in 
meaning with gis mA-gur. gis ma-tur = gis-ma-tu (tu = tcr) which is 
possibly an abbreviation of gis a-mA-tc 'the structure (gis) for the flood'; 
that is to say, a vessel constructed for deep-water use. This harmonizes 
with the probable meaning of ma-gdr 'an easily navigable vessel.' There 
can be no direct allusion in any of these words to the injunction to cover 
the vessel with a deck (Hilprecht, 54) made in 1. 9, except in so far as all 
deep-water craft are naturally decked over to resist the high waves. 
There can be no doubt that the ship mentioned in this inscription was 
to be an elippu ra-be-tu (1. 6), a large vessel capable of holding a 
number of people; it was to have a sea-deck (1. 9) and it was to be a deep 
water ship, easily handled (1. 8). 

9. Culula danna cullil 'deck it over with a strong deck.' Hil- 
precht may be right in assigning the meaning "roof" (p. 56) to the 
biblical "ifiS of Gen. 6:16, but this suggestion was made in Francis 
Brown's Hebrew Lexicon (s. v. "flS) l° n g before Hilprecht discovered 
this fragment. If *Xl'£ means 'roof and not 'window,' the regular 
Hebrew word for which is "pbn , "iHSS is probably to be regarded as a 
corrupt cognate of Assyrian gulultu 'roof.' 

The mimation in napistim has no bearing on the possible date of 
this inscription, as the word is almost always mimated in the genitive. 

10. Hilprecht is probably correct in regarding teppusu as a rela- 
tive form with the overhanging vowel, referring to the word gis elippu 
(M A) in the mutilated section. Cf. Haupt, Nimrodepos, ii. 134, 28: "the 
ship which thou shalt build." 

11. The allusion here is apparently to the command to bring beasts 
and birds into the ma-gur for their preservation during the Deluge; cf. 
Haupt, op. cit., II, 134, 27: "bring living creatures of all kinds into the 
ship." 

12. In this line, Hilprecht has certainly permitted his desire to 
establish a perfect parallelism between this inscription and the biblical 
narrative to obscure his better judgment. With no possible justification, 
he restores the words: "and the creeping things two of everything," and 
then renders ku-um mi-ni by the extraordinary expression 'instead of 
a number,' i.e., an indefinite number. But an indefinite number of crea- 
tures to be saved is just what the Babylonian parallel account calls for. 
There is nothing in this nor in any other Babylonian deluge-text to 



308 The American Journal of Semitic Languages 

justify Hilprecht's supposition as to this line. Furthermore, the words 
kum mini probably do not mean 'instead of a number,' but rather 
'habitation of a number' (kum, construct of kumu ' dwelling, habita- 
tion'). The sense of this mutilated line must have been that the 
ma-gur should become the habitation of a great number or multitude of 
creatures, but with no allusion to pairs, or to a specific number. 

Professor Hilprecht's attempt to translate the Hebrew word "p2 by 
number, connecting it etymologically with H313 'to count' is most 
hazardous. The Hebrew "P'J 'kind, sort, species' must be a derivative 
of a hollow stem VT2> TT3, cognate with Arabic (jLo 'split,' i.e., the 
earth, as in ploughing. The use of "J^SU in the Old Testament for 'kind, 
species ' with no possible allusion to number, the similar use of the cog- 
nate Syriac Ji*le for 'nation' and of "ps again in later Hebrew for 
'schismatic, heretic,' i.e., 'one split off from communion,' certainly do 
not point to an origin for 7T2 which connoted the idea of counting. 

13. This line is so mutilated that we have no right to read with 
Hilprecht kin-ta=kim-ta 'family,' although this word may have 
occurred here. 



